THE  TRAGEDY OF RAMSAT MACDONALD
c National' Government as a blatant imposture. This is surely
a record in political tergiversation.
The very first meeting of the Cabinet gave a foretaste of the
dissensions that were to increase rapidly later. It was seen
early that neither the Free Traders nor the Protectionists had
shed their particular creed in joining the * National * Govern-
ment, The advocates of a tariff were particularly vocal and
seemed determined that their policy should be put into effect
Even if the accommodating Sir Herbert Samuel had agreed
to this, it would have been a betrayal of Free Trade principles,
and the Liberal Party outside would inevitably have raised
such an outcry as would make it very difficult for the Liberal
leaders to remain in the Government.
There was, however, one point on which the majority of the
Cabinet were agreed, and that was in their attitude towards
MacDonald. Most of them regarded him with doubt and
suspicion. On the occasion when MacDonald met the Junior
Ministers, he had declared that he recognized clearly that the
situation demanded a dictatorship, but one of a temporary
character. If he had thought that he could wield autocratic
power in the Cabinet, he had reckoned without his host, and
the first meeting disillusioned him, He would have liked to
have had men in the Cabinet who would be subservient to his
authority, but he had no control over the Conservatives, and
it was from them that trouble came in the first instance. Mr.
Neville Chamberlain, keen Protectionist as he was, proved
particularly troublesome. He knew what he wanted and would
only acknowledge MacDonald's authority as far as it helped
him to get it.
The position became more intolerable as time went on.
MacDonald saw that there were elements in the Government
and even in the Cabinet that would not hesitate to supersede
him whenever it suited their purpose to do so. It would not
suit their purpose to do anything until after the General
Election, but he had come to believe that they were determined
to drive him out at the first moment thereafter that opportunity
offered. When MacDonald realized this, He became panic-
stricken and set about planning to protect himself. If he were
thrown out by the Tories, his whole scheme would collapse.
There would then be nothing left but the Labour Party. Had
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